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Limitations of Essentialist Approach in Intercultural Communication 
Study and Practice 
We	all	know	from	our	experience	that	there	is	no	perfect	prescriptive	model	for	effective	
intercultural	communication,	and	that	while	the	essentialist	models	concerning	intercultural	














is	described	as	reified	or	essentialized	as	 if	 they	were	“things”	 (Bennett,	2005,	p.3).	The	
positivistic	view	of	reality,	as	 is	widely	adopted	in	natural	science,	sees	reality	as	objective	
being	existing	 independently	 from	our	observation.	According	to	Uchiyama	 (2007),	 the	
knowledge	of	reality	 in	positivists'	 terms	 is	characterized	as	seeking	for	universality	and	
objectivity	underpinned	by	experimentally	verified	truth	(p.107),	which	excludes	the	possible	
effects	of	 interventions	by	subjective	 factors	such	as	personal	attributes,	 intentions,	and	
emotional	state	of	the	individuals.































process	that	has	yielded	 it.	Thus,	 the	positivistic	approach	to	 intercultural	communication	
may	provide	information	that	can	be	a	“useful	concomitant	of	intercultural	competence,”	but	it	
“does	not	itself	constitute	competence”(Bennett,	2005,	p.5).	















groups	of	 individuals.	Ueno	 (2001)	argued	that	through	 introducing	a	new	paradigm	the	
constructionists’	view	of	culture	has	brought	about	a	crustal	deformation	in	fields	related	to	
cultural	studies.	 In	 fact,	 its	denial	of	culture	as	an	objective	entity	has	uprooted	the	
theoretical	foundation	of	cultural	anthropology	and	has	even	driven	the	field	of	study	into	a	
state	of	dissolution	 (p.	284).	 	Also,	 the	constructionists'	view	of	culture	as	a	constructed	
reality	has	 inevitably	called	cultural	relativism,	which	 is	built	on	cultural	essentialism,	 into	




(1999)	argued	that	the	d ichotomized	framework	of	cu ltura l	essent ia l ism	versus	
constructionism	itself	entails	residual	influences	of	colonial	identity	politics	that	reflects	the	
Eurocentric	view	of	cultural	 identity,	and	he	pointed	out	that	 in	reality	 local	people	










































are	constantly	 in	the	process	of	 interacting	with	the	world	 in	ways	that	both	
express	the	pattern	of	the	history	of	their	interactions	and	that	contribute	to	those	
patterns.	So,	if	one	wishes	to	participate	in	Japanese	culture	as	an	Italian,	she	must	
stop	organizing	the	world	 in	an	Italian	way	and	start	organizing	 it	 in	a	Japanese	
















the	nature	and	style	of	 individuals'	engagement	 in	the	developing	process	of	 intercultural	
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empathy.							
Potentiality of Ba-based Relationship-Building in Culturally Diverse Settings
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constituent	elements	possible	 is	 the	 function	of	ba.	Specifically,	as	noted	 in	the	previous	
















































Shimizu	 (1996,	2000)	called	this	cyclic	process	 for	matching	 individuals'	behavior	with	
the	state	of	the	basho	“holonic	 loop,”	and	noted	that	 it	presupposes	the	duplex	structure	of	
life.	According	to	Shimizu	(1996),	individual	organic	elements	have	two	different	dimensions	










Figure 1. The Egg Model of the Ego-Centric and the Basho-Centric Self 
　
Figure 2. The Egg Model of Shared Basho-Centric Self










inseparability	 from	that	of	others	and	 its	subsuming	nature,	and	the	characteristics	of	 the	
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Implications for Application of Ba-Based Relationship-Building to 
Intercultural Contexts  









principle	 for	humans	 in	general,	 its	 functions	are	not	confined	to	some	specific	cultural	
groups	and	thus	can	transcend	cultural	boundaries.	Although	in	Japan	ba	in	ordinary	context	
has	certain	sociocultural	connotations,	the	concept	of	ba	as	discussed	from	the	bioholonical	
perspective	 is	 free	of	 these	cultural	assumptions.	 In	 fact	Shimizu	 (2000)	suggested	the	
potentiality	of	the	functions	of	ba	in	creating	harmonic	relationships	among	different	cultural	
groups	(p.	169).	












related	to	the	 implicit	nature	of	 the	 information	of	ba.	Since,	as	discussed	above,	 the	
information	of	ba	 is	communicated	through	 implicit	processes	that	cannot	be	reified	as	
observable	phenomena,	the	primary	channels	for	communicating	such	information	need	to	be	
of	corporeal	nature	 instead	of	 intellectual.	This	means	that	transmission	of	 information	
among	the	 individuals	can	be	done	directly	on	non-semiotic	basis.	As	Tsuyuki	 (2003)	




cultura l ly	diverse	environment ,	 in	that	the	ba -based	relat ionship -bui lding	model	
accommodates	approaches	that	do	not	depend	solely	on	verbal	communication.	
One	possible	practice	of	intercultural	relationship-building	from	the	ba-based	perspective	


















against	environmental	changes	 in	that	 it	provides	wider	range	of	options	 for	adjustment	
(Ashby,	1956),	which	 is	particularly	true	of	organic	systems	 (Shimizu,	2000).	Also,	as	
mentioned	above,	 for	an	organization	the	 internal	diversity	 leads	to	the	 increase	 in	 its	
creativity.	For	instance,	diversity	in	workers'	vocational	background	has	been	acknowledged	






bui ld ing	based	on	the	ba -pr inciple	might	provide	a	new	perspect ive	 in	pursuing	
constructionist	approaches	in	intercultural	communication	studies.	Specifically,	the	notion	of	
self-organization	of	relationships	and	emergence	of	systemic	order	through	the	 interactions	






does	not	deny	the	 individuals'	retention	of	 their	original	unique	patterns	of	 thoughts	and	
behavior.	 In	such	a	context,	crosscultural	understanding	 is	a	matter	not	so	much	of	
accumulating	culture	specific	 information	about	others'	backgrounds	as	of	knowing	the	
process	of	relationship-building,	 the	 information	of	whose	phases	 is	captured	only	through	
participating	 in	the	event	 (Miyake,	2000).	Hence,	 from	the	ba	perspective,	cultural	
understanding	means	knowing	the	dynamic	phases	of	 intercultural	 interactions	through	
participating	 in	actual	relationship-building	processes,	and,	as	Kono	 (2014)	suggested,	 this	
perspective	accommodates	action-oriented	styles	of	research.
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relationship-building.	Especially,	 it	has	been	pointed	out	that	 for	a	ba-based	 interaction	to	
yield	meaningful	collective	orders	and	innovative	ideas,	there	need	to	be	clear	visions	about	
the	goals	shared	among	the	individuals	(Nonaka	&	Konno,	2000;	Shimizu,	1996).	Also,	the	ba-
based	 interactions	presuppose	an	organizational	environment	that	 facilitates	 individuals'	
spontaneous	participation	in	discussions	or	activities	on	an	equal	basis	(Itami,	2005;	Nonaka	




As	mentioned	 in	the	previous	section,	 the	 function	of	ba	 is	perceivable	only	through	







































Nonaka	&	Takeuchi,	1995).	 It	 is	expected	that	more	 interdisciplinary	exploration	be	done	
concerning	the	functions	of	ba	and	its	applicability	to	culturally	diverse	settings	to	broaden	
the	range	of	theoretical	and	practical	options	in	intercultural	relationship-building.	
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